deep folk., toughly individualized, and yet integral in the ethos and
economy of their country,
A famous insurrection took place in the iSgo's in the sertao of
Bahia, which sheds lurid light on the sertanistas.
Antonio Mendes Maciei was the member of a sertao country
family which for a generation had carried on a bloody feud with a
sertao family of the village, He was an unremarkable man, until one
day his wife eloped with a village constable. Shame drove Maciei
from home. For ten years he wandered from ranch to ranch over
the vast sertao; doing odd jobs which gradually degenerated into
nothing. He grew a beard, wore a loose blue tunic,, and became a
wandering hermit.
He did not preach or proselytize. Despite himself, his fame grew,
The poor asked his advice; and his words, because they were sparse,
remote, reluctant, revealed him to the folk a mystic, an ascetic, an
enemy of all women, and the announcer of the Second Kingdom.
His own name was forgotten. Throughout the sertao he became
"the Counsellor": Antonio Conselheiro. He professed to be a
Catholic; but when the priests discouraged him, he gently drew the
poor to the marketplace and began to preach. His sermons were
vague potpourris of superstitious doom, hatred of authority, of
women and of joy, mixed with an apocalyptic vision not unlike that
of the less literate second-century gnostics.
At last the Archbishop of Bahia took alarm and compounded
with the police to arrest him. Submissively Conselheiro gave him-
self up and heard himself accused in court of having murdered his
unfaithful wife. He spoke no word in his defence. Puzzled, the
authorities held him for an investigation, which, without the least
help from him, proved his innocence. When he stepped out from
jail, of course his fame and his following were vastly larger. For
years he wandered through the sertao, building churches. When
he came to a village the populace for miles around brought wood,
stone and mortar; they put up the church; he preached in it once
and went his way.
With him now, wherever he went, thousands followed. Old
women, beatas^ fit only for heaven; the half-mad, all the misfits.
Also the prostitutes, the killers and the thieves ... a motley
army making disorder perpetual in the sertao. Conselheiro in his
blue tunic and long beards now greying, paid little attention to his
multitudes; but he accepted them. His sparse word brought always
the same lugubrious tidings: The wicked world nears its end;
Prepare for the day of wrath; Seek no joy on earth. Contempt for
earth readily masks indulgence before earthly failings. Gonsel-
heiro?s was a doctrine perfect for the old beyond lust, and for the
lustful* Meanwhile, the Empire had dissolved into the Republic.
The new authorities in their fresh zeal decided to suppress the
'nuisance which had become a disease of the whole sertao. Wherever